
 

Irony in W. H. Auden’s Who’s Who 

 

Irony is a central literary device in W. H. Auden’s poem Who’s Who, as it highlights the 
contrast between the subject’s external success and internal suffering. Auden presents 
a man who is widely admired and famous, yet deeply unhappy due to unfulfilled love. 
This ironic contrast between public perception and private reality reinforces the poem’s 
themes of emotional isolation and the limitations of fame. 

 

 

 

Types of Irony in the Poem 

 

1. Situational Irony 

 

Situational irony occurs when there is a discrepancy between what is expected and 
what actually happens. In Who’s Who, the expectation is that fame and success should 
bring happiness, yet the man remains emotionally unfulfilled. 

 

Quote: “A household name, but never, Fame / Can heal his heart.” 

 

Analysis: 

 

The phrase “household name” suggests that the man is universally recognized and 
admired, yet his emotional wounds remain unhealed. 

 

The irony lies in the fact that while society equates fame with success and happiness, it 
has no power to mend his emotional suffering. Instead of bringing fulfilment, fame 
isolates him further. 

 

 



 

Another example of situational irony is the nature of the man’s love:  

 

Quote: “He lives for the love of a woman / He has never spoken to.” 

 

Analysis: 

 

Love is typically associated with mutual connection and communication. However, the 
man’s greatest passion is for someone with whom he has never even spoken.  

 

This irony underscores the tragic and unattainable nature of his love—he is devoted to 
something that does not truly exist as a relationship. 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Dramatic Irony 

 

Dramatic irony occurs when the audience understands something that the character 
does not. In this case, the irony stems from the idea that the man is admired by many 
but is unable to attain the one thing he truly desires. 

 

Quote: “And many a darling of the gods / Has fallen hard for him.” 

 

Analysis: 

 

The phrase “darling of the gods” suggests that many desirable, admired individuals have 
loved him, yet he remains emotionally attached to someone unattainable. 



 

The irony is that while others admire him, he longs for someone who does not return his 
affection—or may not even be aware of his existence. 

 

The audience perceives the tragedy of his situation, whereas he remains trapped in his 
own longing. 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Verbal Irony 

 

Verbal irony occurs when words express something contrary to their literal meaning. 
Auden’s tone throughout the poem is somewhat understated, subtly highlighting the 
absurdity of the man’s predicament. 

 

Quote: “For the love of a woman / He has never spoken to.” 

 

Analysis: 

 

The phrase is presented plainly, as though this situation is normal, yet the irony is clear: 
how can someone truly “live for” the love of a person they have never interacted with? 

 

The understated tone heightens the sense of tragedy while also adding a layer of quiet 
humour—his predicament is both deeply sorrowful and, in a way, absurd. 

 

 

 

 



 

Thematic Significance of Irony 

 

The use of irony in Who’s Who serves several purposes: 

 

1. Critique of Fame: The poem challenges the notion that fame equates to 
happiness, showing that external success does not guarantee personal 
fulfillment . 

 

 

2. Exploration of Emotional Isolation: The ironic gap between public admiration and 
private loneliness highlights how personal desires can remain unfulfilled despite 
societal validation. 

 

 

3. The Paradox of Love: The protagonist’s unspoken love is ironic because, despite 
his many admirers, he fixates on someone he has never interacted with—
suggesting that love is not always rational or reciprocal. 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Irony is at the heart of Who’s Who, reinforcing its themes of unfulfilled longing, the 
emptiness of fame, and the paradoxical nature of love. Auden masterfully contrasts 
public success with private suffering, making the reader question the true value of 
external recognition when personal happiness remains elusive. 

 

 



 


